Beer and Wood

Wood was an integral part of early beers do to casks being made of wood.

Brewers are finding their way back to some of the nuances that it brought.

As with some of the other categories, Wood aged beers is not a true style, but an entrant may declare an underlying style.  If an underlying style is declared, the judge must consider how well the example represents that style, and how the wood complements that style.

The primary wood associated with beer is Oak.  There have been some others, but Oak is the traditional barrel material.  We are tasting an exception to that rule tonight

Aging beer in Oak adds flavor in the following ways

	Flavors from the wood
	Flavors from 

stuff in the wood
	Flavors from Oxygen

	Oak will leach some tannins and other flavor components directly into the beer.  

Common flavors are described as 

· Vanilla

· Toast

· Earthy

· 
	The porous wood harbors microorganisms that can change the flavor with aging.  Notably

· Brettanomyces

· Acetobacter

· lactobacillus
	Wood barrels are somewhat permeable to Oxygen.  Long aging periods can add a sherry-like flavor to beer.

	The amount of flavor added will depend largely on the length of contact and the number of times the barrel has been used.   Repeated use for beer can greatly increase the presence of microorganisms (esp. acetobacter) See next column
	Also, the previous contents of the barrel can leave behind a notable flavor.  Common is

· Burbon

· Whiskey

· Brandy

· Wine
	Length of aging and thickness of barrel greatly influence the amount of oxygenation a beer will experience.

Aging times vary from a few months to many years at the professional level.  Homebrewers using chips or cubes may only age for a few weeks or months


There are three major types of oak used; French, American, and Hungarian

The Following is from the Northern Brewer website.

French oak. It is known for its subtle flavor and bouquet and high tannin content..

American oak has a much more pronounced aroma than French oak. It imparts more flavor faster, but mellows sooner. 

Hungarian oak has much of the same properties as French oak, but is a bit less intense. It’s a very popular substitute for French oak because of its lower cost and fine flavor profile.

Medium Toast has less tannin but more bouquet, so will impart more aroma than flavor. Medium toast oak has a warm, sweet character with strong vanilla overtones.

Medium Plus Toast is darker than medium and has aromas of honey and roasted nuts with a hint of coffee. Ideal for heavy reds.

Heavy Toast brings pronounced caramelized, carbonized, toasty flavors very quickly — doesn’t need much contact time. Best for big, bold red wines. Often used in conjunction with a lighter toast.

Judging tips

(From  Peter)

Wood can add some wonderful qualities to a beer, but can also ruin it!  I look for mild wood-like flavors that compliment the underlying beer-style and doesn't dominate the aroma/flavor profile.  Other positive wood characteristics include vanilla, oak, light bourbon and sherry (oxidized wood-aged beers can be quite nice).  Negative characteristics can include heavy tannins, boozy (too much bourbon still in the barrel), and sawdust (usually from American Oak barrels).  

(From Gordon Strong)

any style that requires the balance of a special ingredient with some other base style will not be on the exam.  But it's a good thing to understand as a judge.  If you read the style guidelines for the wood and smoked categories, I think I cover the transformations that happen when using those special ingredients/methods.

Balance and drinkability are important for these styles, and know that it may take some aging to reach those points.  If you have been reading my Zymurgy column for awhile, try to find the one where we did a side-by-side tasting of two different vintages of Alaskan Smoked Porter.  The young one tasted very rough, while the aged one was superb.  I think it's a little like making an English barleywine.  You might brew it so that it tastes good in one or two years, not that it tastes good right out of the fermenter.

Wood is much different.  Separate out plain wood (typically oak) from a barrel that has had something in it previously.  I think plain oak is fine for a wide range of styles, as long as it is restrained.  It will give you tannins, and that gives you astringency.  But it also can have toasty and vanilla flavors.  So you have to understand that you get multiple effects from using oak, and that it depends on the freshness of the oak, the contact time, and the surface area (ratio of beer volume to barrel volume).  There are lots of ways of using oak other than barrels, and all of those have high surface area (chips, cubes, staves, even dust).  The best resources for using oak tend to come from home winemaking, since they've been doing it for a long time.

Balancing the character of a barrel that had some other booze in it is harder.  You have the barrel effects as above (although the oak is not as fresh), but you also have to balance the character of whatever was in the barrel.  Then you have to deal with the age effects.  The longer the beer is in the barrel, the more likely it is to pick up some bugs that are in the barrel or that it will start souring because of the prolonged contact with oxygen.  In my experience, keeping beer in barrels has dimininishing returns after about six months.  However, you can barrel age a beer and then transfer it to kegs or carboys for additional aging without the oxygen.

Base styles that will benefit from these treatments vary by taste.  I can give you my personal preference.  I think that big malty beers are best. I'm thinking English Barleywine, Strong Scotch Ale, Old Ale, some big porters as long as they aren't too roasty, etc.  I guess I can tell you what combinations I don't like, and let that eliminate the others.  I don't like barrel aged beers that are very bitter or hoppy.  I think oak clashes with hops, and I think adding tannins to a beer that is already astringent is a bad idea.  I don't particularly like barrel aged strongly roasted beers for that same reason.  If they are naturally harsh or acrid, adding more of that character isn't going to help.  However, if an Imperial Stout is more English-like (less hops and bitterness), then it would be a good candidate. I think small beers are a little hard to balance, so I'd avoid those.  Also, smaller beers can't really take extended aging, so you're fighting that as well.  Since you have to age the wood beers, using styles that work well with aging in general would seem to be a good starting point.

(From David Houseman)

IMO balance is the key to any of the special categories, Specialty, Wood Aged, Fruit, Spice.   Yes, you need to judge the underlying style (Porter, Imperial Stout, Barleywine, or whatever).  But one has to recognize that the beer may not be an ideal version of the style, but it's really about how all the elements come together.   Too much bourbon from a barrel isn't good.  Too much oak from a barrel isn't good.   Just like too malty or too bitter isn't good.  Or too little.   Are all elements balanced in harmony.   You know it when you find it.   A wonderful blend of character and complexity.    Now if the entrant says Imperial Stout aged in a bourbon barrel and it's hardly a brown porter obviously it won't score too high (say 29).   By the same token it might be a great Imperial Stout but there's no bourbon/oak character.  Then same sort of scoring.    It has to all come together.    This is the same with fruit, smoke, spices or whatever.  

The beers

Russian River - Temptation: 

"Aged in French oak wine barrels for twelve months with distinct characteristics of fruit and subtle oak" sounds more like a description of wine than beer. However, Temptation is indeed beer. Temptation is a Blonde Ale aged in French oak chardonnay barrels with Brettanomyces. Flavors of wine and oak absorb into the brew throughout its aging. Temptation is re-fermented in the bottle to create its carbonation--a process commonly used to make fine champagne and sparkling wine. Spent yeast forms a thin layer of sediment to remain in the bottle. 

7.25%ABV / 1.062 O.G / 27 BUs 

Silver Medal, 2007 GABF (Wood- and Barrel-Aged Sour Beer)
Gold Medal, 2006 World Beer Cup (Other Belgian Style Ale Category) 
Silver Medal, 2004 World Beer Cup (Other Belgian Style Ale Category) 
Silver Medal, 2003 GABF (Belgian Ale Category) 
Gold Medal, 2002 GABF (Belgian Ale Category)

Jolly Pumpkin - La Roja
– An artisan amber ale brewed in the Flanders tradition.  Deep amber with earthy caramel, spice, and sour fruit notes developed through natural barrel aging.  Unfiltered, unpasteurized and blended from barrels ranging in age from two to ten months. 
Year round production
7.2% Alc./Vol.

Brew Dog – Storm
An Islay Whisky Cask Aged IPA.  I don’t like this much, but it is an extreme example of what wood can bring to a beer.
Two Split batches brewed by Jeremy.  Each used Oak Chips in the secondary fermenter, and were then racked to either bottles or kegs.

Chocolate coffee Vanilla Porter – Oaked and un-Oaked.

Sat on 2 oz Burbon soaked, Medium toast oak chips for 6 days

09 Barley wine. – Oaked and un-Oaked.

Sat on 1.25 oz Medium toast oak chips for 3 weeks.
